improve the systems designed to help them are doomed to failure. Accounts by court-involved youth and emerging adults of their frustrations and successes, and their analyses of the systems in which they are enmeshed, provide vital first-hand perspectives on the nature of the challenges confronting them, on how to address those challenges, and on what a lack of attention to those challenges will mean. It is therefore fitting to begin this special issue with the words of those most knowledgeable about the failures of the policies and practices we have created, and most eloquent about the costs of leaving those failures unaddressed -the youth themselves. These powerful interviews, narratives, and poems provide the fundamental context for the incisive and thought-provoking articles that follow.
_____________________

TRANSITIONING TO ADULTHOOD --YEARNING FOR SUPPORT AND GUIDANCE
I feel like the system is our parent until you turn 21 and then when you turn 21, they forget about us and we are left to fend for ourselves.
Magdalane Soufiant, 20, New York 1 I wish I had someone with me, you know, like a mentor, for my entire life. I mean, I'm fine with all the changes in my social worker but… I never really met someone in the system or someone, [a] mentor, that was with me my entire life.
Former foster youth, California
I don't feel like [the child welfare system] is all overly negative, a lot of the people, they didn't chose to be in care to begin with, and some people will do better than others. More support would help. It's not fair, it really isn't. I just have to do it for myself. More support would help because it's the foundation of everything. Without it, you're lost.
I'm in the fortunate situation being in care in my [Supervised Independent Living Program] , I didn't have the best experiences but I wouldn't take it back. It's made me who I am.
To an extent, my voice has been heard. I'm the kind of person who is going to be heard regardless. Don't get me wrong, I'm saying a lot of bad things [about social services], and they're not that bad, but I just wish I had more support. It makes it seem like I'm just complaining. My Medicaid lapsed, and I had to get the runaraound. I feel like stuff like that shouldn't happen. I just feel like it's unfair. They say "I'm here to help you, we understand you have a hard life," but… in the end they aren't there. I don't want you to think I'm just bashing and bashing the system. But I have learned a lot. That's a benefit that I did get from being in care. How to be independent. When you really don't have anybody, you have to depend on yourself because that's all you have. It's unfortunate but it's not so bad.
Tamika Webb, 20, New York
It is the end of my first term in college. All the students here talked about how they went home and spent time with their families during Christmas break. When they asked me what I did, I said I slept and wished that my family would come back to me.
All I ever wanted was to be able to spend time with my family. I wanted to have someone tell me 'I love you' so much and 'I believe in you.'
Josh, former foster youth, Oregon
My foster family was still there, even when I lived on my own and the foster care system kicked me out. And, I didn't get adopted by them when I aged out, and I can still call them. I call my foster family mom and dad. I never had nobody like that in my life, so I'm really appreciative of them to stay by my side, even when they're not getting paid. They're just loving me for me.
Former foster youth, Iowa
I feel like the system is our parent until you turn 21 and then when you turn 21, they forget about us and we are left to fend for ourselves. It's difficult. I've had to make my own plan… I've had help from people. But, there's only so much they can do because at some point you have to make your own decisions with what you want to do with your life.
Magdalane Soufiant, 20, New York
ANXIETY ABOUT THE FUTURE
I wish they knew of a place where I could find housing because it's expensive. I heard some people got vouchers, but now I am hearing that none of that is even available [because of the current economy]. From what I've been told, and I've been asking questions, nothing is available. I hear about the places I can live with other people… but after being in group homes and foster homes, I just want to be in my own space, my own room.
I'm about to age out, I hardly hear from my worker, and it's just like they are saying "bye". I have gotten a lot of help from Project Independence. When I know of people who signed out right after they turned 18, it's like they aged out because of nothing… they could have gotten some assistance and help.
Tamika Webb, 20, New York
I am close to aging out. My 20th birthday is coming soon and I will have to leave the group home I am living in. I don't know where I am going next and I am scared. I can't get any definite answers from anyone. Everyone keeps telling me that time is running out and that overwhelms me even more. Once I am 21, I have nowhere to go and that scares me.
I find it sad that once kids in care turn a certain age they are left to fend for themselves.
In a family, even once you leave home, you still have a place to return to. You still have support.
So why is it that kids like me will no longer have anyone in their life and nowhere to go? It's just wrong.
Anonymous, foster youth, 19
CONFIDENCE AND A SENSE OF SELF-SUFFICIENCY
I guess it's just a survival of the fittest when you turn 21 and just deal with it. Take whatever you learned from Independent Living and keep on stepping.
Tamika Webb, 20, Long Island, New York 2 Being in the system really makes you self-sufficient and able to do things on your own. 
Magdalane Soufiant, 20, New York
FRUSTRATION WITH THE SYSTEM
I turned 18 a month before I graduated from high school. The day after graduation, I was kicked out of my foster home, where I had been living for two years. I was 18, a high school graduate on my way to college in the fall, and I was homeless.
Nicole, former foster youth, Oregon
If you jump from foster home to foster home to foster home, if they just randomly move you,… like they did us, it's just like, it throws you completely off balance and then like if you were feeling secure then you are completely insecure because you don't know where you are at or who you are with.
Former foster youth, Colorado
I guess [for] everybody who is aging out now, it's a bad time. They are saying the government cut all of the programs that help us. But I also think that my social worker is not doing a good job. Supposedly they are supposed to help you, but I don't hear from her.
Tamika Webb, 20, New York
First, let me say that it was about 11 years ago [when] I aged out so I'm sure many of the services and options are different. For instance, where I was there weren't any programs that assisted with living, etc. Honestly, even if there had been these programs by the time I turned 18 I was so excited to be able to make some decisions about my life that I'm not sure I would have taken the opportunity that was in front of me. A lot of which has to do with the lack of communication I had with my caseworker. It wasn't that she didn't care, but I was in the system off and on since I was 4. I had been told that they were tired of "covering my case" which made me feel as if they were ready to push me out of the system regardless. I was not a bad kid, I did well in school, was respectful to my elders and other than being a little boy crazy was a very easy teenager to get along with.
About a week before my eighteenth birthday my caseworker called and asked if I wanted any "continued care"… she never elaborated on what was available to me, she just left it at that. Of course I was scared about how I was going to make it on my own, how would I pay bills, get an apartment (with no rental history at 18 that can be difficult in itself). I said no because I felt I was ready for everything.
Looking back now and seeing the programs available to today's youth aging out I would highly recommend taking advantage of these programs. Take some time, finish school and then move on with a college degree under your belt.
Former Foster Youth, 28
When you're in foster care, they boot you out at 18 and you are on your own. It's called emancipating. They have housing, but with 20,000 foster youth emancipating this year and so many trying to get into housing, it's like trying to win the lottery.
I've seen a lot of foster kids end up on the streets. They have no family to go to; they have nowhere to turn. They don't know anything about being on their own.
Foster youth have to do so many things for themselves that other teens don't have to worry about, like calling your social worker for permission to get a job or meet with your siblings, and speaking up for yourself in court. You have to work really, really hard to get support and what you need from the system. When five other foster youth and I got together to talk about emancipating, we felt frustrated and empowered. I heard similar complaints that I'd heard other youth talking about, how they didn't know about a lot of things they were eligible for, like transitional housing and college financial aid. It was so irritating, it made me mad at the system. The system keeps you safe and makes sure you get all the things that parents would provide. But when you leave, they don't make sure you are prepared. I think they should make sure everyone who is emancipating knows about the services they are eligible for. They shouldn't put you out unless they know you are ready.
After I emancipate, I plan on going to college while living in transitional housing, which will be an apartment that the system will pay for a few years. I am excited because I can do what I want, but I'm worried it's going to be too much freedom. I don't want to do something that will get me in trouble and get me kicked out. I wouldn't have family to go to. I'd have to go to a friend's house and life would be a lot harder. 
UNDERSTAND ME
What's beneath the clothes, the hair, the smile?
Look deep inside to find me.
The lost and lonely girl inside, That hides deep inside me.
Please don't judge me for what you see.
'Cause I don't look and act like you remember, I can only be me.
Look closer, pay attention.
Forget about the fake smile you see.
Can you see what lies inside of me?
The girl with a big heart, The loving one that constantly gets hurt So please don't judge me by my looks.
Take a step closer.
Can you understand my twisted mind?
Can you find the real me?
I hide so quickly.
Adreana, age 18 6
1 Interview with Magdalane Soufiant, in Elmont, NY (March 31, 2009 
